
            Fiscal Review Task Force Report:  Budget Gaps  

 

 

To:   Mayor Stephanie A. Miner 

From:  Deraux Branch,  Pat Civil, Ray Hart, Joe Mareane, William McIntyre 

Date:  April 7, 2010 

Re:   Verification of City and School District Budget Gap Projections  

 

Overview:  

You have charged this Task Force with two assignments: 

1. Providing an independent assessment of City and School District budget gap projections for the 

next two years 

 

2. Providing a menu of options to be considered by City and School District officials to address the 

pending deficits 

 

We have completed the first assignment and are transmitting our findings in this report. 

 

 

Approach: 

 

The Task Force convened on March 9th. We discussed your charge to us and concluded that collectively 

we possess the expertise to make an informed, independent judgment as to the order of magnitude of 

the pending City and School budget gaps. 

 

We developed a work plan and split into two work groups to review in detail available projections of City 

and School District revenues and expenditures for the Fiscal Years ending 6/30/2011 and 6/30/2012. 

 

The City work group was led by Deraux Branch and included Joe Mareane and Ray Hart. Staff assistance 

was provided by City Budget Director Robert Sprague. 

 

The School District work group was led by William McIntyre and included Pat Civil and Ray Hart. Staff 

assistance was provided by School District CFO Suzanne Slack. 

 



David Moynihan, partner in the City’s independent auditing firm of Testone, Marshall, & Discenza, 

served as special advisor to both groups. 

 

 

Materials Reviewed: 

 

The work groups were provided all available information relative to the City and School District’s current 

financial position, historic revenue and expenditure trends, and future projections. Included in the 

material provided to Task Force members were the following documents:  

 

1.   School District audited operating results for the year ending 6/30/2009   

 

2. The City’s Multi-Year Projection Report submitted to the New York State Comptroller’s 

Office on February 5, 2010 

 

3. The School District’s mid-year update for 2009/10 estimating use of fund balance to be $2 

million versus $8.35 million as budgeted 

 

4. The City’s March 15, 2010 mid-year budget report submission to the Common Council, 

estimating use of Fund Balance to be $17.7 million versus $24.9 million as budgeted 

 

5. Internal reports on revenue and expenditure trends 

 

6. Working drafts of the City and School District’s proposed budgets for 2010/2011 

 

 

In addition, the Task Force was briefed on developments which will significantly affect future City and 

School District finances, including updates on the proposed New York State 2010/11 Local Assistance 

Budget, proposals to modify the Onondaga County Sales Tax distribution formulas, and the phase out of 

Federal stimulus programs.  

 

Finally, City and School Budget staff were made available and candidly answered questions about this 

material and other topics relevant to the Task Force’s charge. 

 

 

Findings:  

 

 

Current Year (2009/10):  The Task Force’s starting point for reviewing projected budget gaps for 2010/11 

and 2011/12 is the structural deficit inherent in current operations.    

 



Both the City and School District’s 2009/10 budgets were approved in May 2009. Each contained 

planned operating deficits. In other words, current year expenditures were projected to exceed current 

year revenues. The budgets were “balanced” by significant draw downs of reserve funds.   

Taken together, the 2009/10 budgets planned on using $33.2 million in reserves to pay for ongoing 

operations (City: $24.9 million; School District: $8.3 million.)  

The City and School District 2009/10 structural deficits have  recently been re-estimated by City and 

School District officials.  Both the City and School District are projecting a reduction in the amount of 

reserves needed to balance the budgets, due primarily to ongoing cost containment measures, such as 

not filling vacant funded positions. 

The latest estimates project a reduction on the reserve draw downs for 2009/10 from $33.2 million to 

about $19.7 million (City projected to use $17.7 million; School District projected to use $2.0 million.)   

The Task Force reviewed the significant revenue and expenditure items that were used to calculate 

these revised 2009/10 gap estimates. We believe that these updated revenue and expenditure 

projections for 2009/10 are reasonable and constitute the best available starting point to estimate the 

carry-in structural budget deficits facing the City and School District for 2010/11. 

Although these numbers are significant improvements from the original 2009/10 budget plan, we 

strongly caution that depleting reserves to pay for ongoing operating costs is not sustainable over an 

extended period of time. (The Task Force’s subsequent report will address budget balancing measures 

that may have to be considered.) 

 

Next Fiscal Year (2010/11) Gap:   

In estimating the budget gap for next year, the carry-in structural budget gaps from 2009/10 (totaling 

$19.7 million) must be adjusted to reflect known changes in the existing revenue and expenditure bases.  

Next year’s gaps are larger than the carry-in structural budget gaps from 2009/10 due to deteriorating 

revenues and additional anticipated expenses, including the impact of such multi-million dollar items as:  

- Mid-year cuts in the State’s AIM and Aid to Education Programs 

- Increasing costs billed to employers from the State Retirement Systems 

- Increasing payroll costs due to previously negotiated labor contracts 

 

As of March 15th,  the working budget gap estimates for 2010/11 were:  

 City:  $ 33.0 million  



 School District: $ 38.3 million 

These gap estimates assume no use of fund balance, no increased property tax levy, no change in the 

County sales tax distribution formula, and no pension borrowing for either jurisdiction. 

 

The Task Force has reviewed the assumptions used to estimate these gaps and has concluded that these 

numbers are reasonable estimates of the 2010/2011 budget gaps. These gaps must be closed in some 

way as the budgets move along the steps to final approval. 

Staff anticipates that as part of the plan to close these gaps, it will be necessary for both the City and 

School District to again draw down significant portions of their remaining reserves. As of the date of this 

report, staff anticipates that a draw down of approximately $ 19 million on the School side and $ 15 -17 

million on the City side will be required. 

The decision as to the amount of fund balance used will be finalized in early May, when the Mayor and 

Common Council adopt the 2010/11 budget. 

 

2011/12 Gap:   

 

School District: The School District estimate of the 2011-12 budget gap exceeds $40 million. Major 

contributing factors include: 

- projected use of fund balance in 2010/11:  $19 million  

- reduction of Federal Stimulus funds:    $  8- $10 million 

- rollover expense including labor contracts:    $ 12-13 million 

Given the uncertainty about the State budget (which provides about 76% of District revenues,) this  gap 

estimate must be considered highly speculative. 

Other challenges that may well impact the 2011/12 budget include: 

- Possible elimination of School Districts from the County sales tax distribution formula  

- Additional un-reimbursed debt service associated with the JSCB construction project 

The Task Force finds this gap estimate to be reasonable and acknowledges the many uncertainties 

inherent in making such projections. 

  



City:  The City’s 2011/12 budget deficit has been estimated in the multi-year projections provided to the 

State at $42.4 million. Given the assumptions used, this estimate appears reasonable. However, as with 

the School District, the assumptions will quickly change as the State budget is approved, as a new sales 

tax formula is adopted and as cost savings from expenditure cuts that will be made for 2010/11 are 

carried into future years.  

 

 

Conclusion:  The Task Force’s review of financial data affirms that the fiscal difficulties facing the City 

and its School District are significant and imminent. Structural budget gaps that are unprecedented in 

size present a formidable challenge to both entities. 

 

While the City and District are fortunate that significant reserves have been accumulated in recent 

years, they are rapidly being depleted. By using reserves to balance operating budgets, the City and 

School District are on paths that are not sustainable.   

 

Over the next two years, difficult decisions will have to be made to bring current year revenues and 

current year expenditures into balance. Like all other cities and school districts in New York State, the 

City of Syracuse and its School District must rely on other levels of government for operating support.  

The weaknesses of the County and State fiscal picture suggest that no immediate relief is forthcoming 

from those sources, at least not to the level of the problems identified. 

 

We will comment on the types of actions that may be necessary in our next and final report to you.  

 

We thank you and the Superintendent of Schools for providing the needed staff support to allow us to 

complete this phase of our work. 

 

 

 

cc.  David Moynihan 

       Ken Mokrzycki 

       Robert Sprague 

       Suzanne Slack    


